BEARDING     THE     LION              121
these schemes leave them poorer, though they may
make others much richer."
De Lesseps could hardly challenge the Prime
Minister in defence of his honour, but he could
challenge Robert Stephenson, now a Member of Parlia-
ment, for saying " I agree with the First Lord of the
Treasury."
" I ask you, sir, for a written explanation of what you
mean, either furnished by yourself or by two of your
friends, whom you will please put in communication
with me. I do not doubt that you will at once give
me these explanations. I have come over from France
on purpose to ask you for them. I have the honour,
sir, to place myself at your disposal."
Stephenson replied the next day: " Nothing could
be further from my intention, in speaking of the Suez
Canal the other night in the House of Commons, than
to make a single remark that could be construed as
having any personal allusion to yourself, and I am con-
fident no one who heard me could regard what I said
as having any such bearing. When I said that I con-
curred with Lord Palmerston's opinion, I referred to
his statement that money might overcome almost any
physical difficulties, however great, and that the under-
taking, if ever finished, would not be commercially
advantageous. The first study which I made of the
subject, in 1847, led me to this opinion, and nothing
which has come to my knowledge since that period
has tended to alter my view."
The Prime Minister's declarations far from
strengthening the position of the Government had only
alienated public sympathy from him. On every hand